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David and Jonathan: 
“He Ain’t Heavy, He’s My Brother” 

I Samuel 20 
From the NLT, with slight rephrasing from the Hebrew, bolding for emphasis and [comments in 
brackets]  

By Bill Bjoraker, Ph.D.  
 

This is the classic story of male friendship in the Bible, just as the story of Naomi and 
Ruth is the classic story of female friendship. An ideal of friendship is set before us men, and we 
can assess our own experiences of friendship hereby.  David’s posture is now necessarily and 
consistently one of flight. He is a fugitive from the mad king Saul. This story has suspense and a 
secret rendezvous by the two covenanted friends. It is the events of this story that give 
inspiration to David’s written elegy in Jonathan’s honor after his tragic death. David claimed that 
Jonathan’s love for him was extraordinary “surpassing the love of women”  (2 Sam.1: 26). David 
was right—no woman in his life showed him the kind of sacrificial love and loyalty that Jonathan 
did. 

 

 	 		
Jonathan dramatically recognizes David’s calling and destiny as King, against his duty 

to his father, and against his own self-interest (18:4) 
 

 
Scene I: Rendezvous - 1 David now fled from Naioth in Ramah 

and found Jonathan. “What have I done?” he exclaimed. “What is my 
crime? How have I offended your father that he is so determined to kill 
me?” 
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  2 “That’s not true!” Jonathan protested. “He is not trying to kill 
you. He always tells me everything he’s going to do, even the little 
things. I know my father wouldn’t hide something like this from me. 
It’s just not so!” 
  3 Then David swore before Jonathan and said, “Your father 
knows perfectly well about our friendship, so he has said to himself, ‘I 
won’t tell Jonathan—why should I hurt him?’ But I swear to you that I 
am only a step away from death! [one spear dodge] I swear it by 
the Lord and by your own soul!” 
  4 “Alright, I believe you. Whatever you say, I will do for you,” 
Jonathan exclaimed. 
  5 David replied, “Tomorrow we celebrate the new moon festival. 
I’ve always eaten with the king on this occasion, but tomorrow I’ll hide 
in the field and stay there until the evening of the third day. 6 If your 
father asks where I am, tell him I asked permission to go home to 
Bethlehem for an annual family sacrifice. 7 If he says, ‘Fine!’ you will 
know all is well. But if he is angry and loses his temper, you will know 
he is determined to kill me. 8 Show me this loyalty as my sworn 
friend—for you have brought me into a covenant with you before 
the Lord—or kill me yourself if I have sinned against your father. But 
please don’t betray me to him!” 
  9 “Never!” Jonathan exclaimed. “You know that if I had the 
slightest notion my father was planning to kill you, I would tell you at 
once.” 
  10 Then David asked, “How will I know whether or not your 
father is angry?” 
  11 “Come out to the field with me,” Jonathan replied. And they 
went out there together.  
 

Scene II: The Speech in the Field – 12 Then Jonathan said to 
David, "Yahweh, the God of Israel, be my witness! When I have 
sounded out my father about this time tomorrow, or the third day, 
behold, if there is good feeling toward David, shall I not then send to 
you and make it known to you? 13"If it please my father to do you 
harm, may the LORD do so to Jonathan and more also, if I do not 
make it known to you and send you away, that you may go in safety 
And may the LORD be with you as He has been with my father. 14 "If 
I am still alive, will you not show me the lovingkindness [“chesed” 
in Hebrew] of the LORD, that I may not die? 15"You shall not cut off 
your chesed from my house forever, not even when the LORD cuts 
off every one of the enemies of David from the face of the earth." 
(“cut” – 3xs)                                                                                  

16So Jonathan cut a covenant with the house of David, 
saying, "May the LORD require it at the hands of David's enemies." 
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17Jonathan made David vow again because of his love for him, 
because he loved him as he loved his own life. (“love”- 3xs) 
   

 
 
Scene III: Sign of the Three Arrows Conceived - 18 Then Jonathan 

said, “Tomorrow we celebrate the new moon festival. You will be 
missed when your place at the table is empty. 19 The day after 
tomorrow, toward evening, go to the place where you hid before, and 
wait there by the stone pile. 20 I will come out and shoot three 
arrows to the side of the stone pile as though I were shooting at a 
target. 21 Then I will send a boy to bring the arrows back. If you hear 
me tell him, ‘They’re on this side,’ then you will know, as surely as the 
Lord lives, that all is well, and there is no trouble. 22 But if I tell him, 
‘Go farther—the arrows are still ahead of you,’ then it will mean that 
you must leave immediately, for the Lord is sending you away. 23 And 
may the Lord make us keep our promises to each other, for He 
has witnessed them.” 
   

Scene IV: Violence at the New Moon - 24 So David hid himself in 
the field, and when the new moon festival began, the king sat down to 
eat. 25 He sat at his usual place against the wall, with Jonathan sitting 
opposite him and Abner beside him. But David’s place was empty. 26 
Saul didn’t say anything about it that day, for he said to himself, 
“Something must have made David ceremonially unclean.” 27 But 
when David’s place was empty again the next day, Saul asked 
Jonathan, “Why hasn’t the son of Jesse been here for the meal either 
yesterday or today?” 
  28 Jonathan replied, “David earnestly asked me if he could go to 
Bethlehem. 29 He said, ‘Please let me go, for we are having a family 
sacrifice. My brother demanded that I be there. So please let me get 
away to see my brothers.’ That’s why he isn’t here at the king’s table.” 
  30 Saul exploded with rage at Jonathan. "You perverse son of a 
bitch! Do I not know that you are choosing the son of Jesse to your 
own shame and to the shame of your mother's nakedness? 31"For as 
long as the son of Jesse lives on the earth, neither you nor your 
kingdom will be established. Therefore now, send and bring him to me, 
for he must surely die." 
  32But Jonathan answered Saul his father and said to him, "Why 
should he be put to death? What has he done?" 
  33Then Saul hurled his spear at him to strike him down; so 
Jonathan knew that his father had decided to put David to death. 

 34Then Jonathan arose from the table in fierce anger, and 
refused to eat food on the second day of the new moon, for he was 
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grieved over David because his father had dishonored him.  
   

 
Scene V: : Sign of the Three Arrows Enacted - 35 The next morning, 

as agreed, Jonathan went out into the field and took a young boy with 
him to gather his arrows. 36 “Start running,” he told the boy, “so you 
can find the arrows as I shoot them.” So the boy ran, and Jonathan 
shot an arrow beyond him. 37 When the boy had almost reached the 
arrow, Jonathan shouted,    “The arrow is still ahead of you. 38 Hurry, 
hurry, don’t wait.” So the boy quickly gathered up the arrows and ran 
back to his master. 39 He, of course, suspected nothing; only 
Jonathan and David understood the signal. 40 Then Jonathan gave his 
bow and arrows to the boy and told him to take them back to town. 

41 And as soon as the boy had gone, David rose from beside the 
stone heap and fell on his face to the ground and bowed three times. 
And they kissed one another and wept with one another, David 
weeping the most. 
 42 At last Jonathan said to David, “Go in peace, for we have sworn 
loyalty to each other in the Lord’s name. The Lord is the 
witness of a bond between us and our children forever.” Then 
David left, and Jonathan returned to the city. 
 
 

		

Spiritual	Observation	Questions	

“He	Ain’t	Heavy;														
He’s	My	Brother”	
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1. How	many	threes	(3’s)	do	you	find	in	the	story?	What	might	be	the	
significance	of	them	all?	

2. During	David	and	Jonathan’s	rendezvous	in	Scene	1,	what	in	their	
conversation	tells	you	that	the	stakes	are	high	in	this,	that	they	understand	
the	danger	to	David	is	very	real?	What	indicates	that	David	might	fear	that	
Jonathan	may	be	persuaded	or	intimidated	of	Saul	to	break	their	covenant	
fidelity?	Why	would,	or	should,	the	bond	of	covenant	friendship	supersede	
natural	blood	and	family	ties?	

3. In	Scene	II,	Jonathan’s	speech	in	the	field,	we	observe	a	very	earnest,	indeed	
deadly	serious	declarations,	and	prescient	awareness	of	a	certain	future	in	
which	David	is	established	as	king.	From	Jonathan’s	speech,	who	seems	to	be	
really	in	danger?		How	do	you	see	sacrificial	loyalty	and	zeal	for	the	kingdom	
in	Jonathan?	How	do	Jonathan’s	statements	look	far	ahead	in	the	future?	How	
is	it	clear	that	Jonathan	knows	David	is	the	wave	of	the	future?	

4. What	does	Jonathan	fear	about	that	future?	What	does	he	call	upon	to	secure	
that	future?	What	does	Jonathan	know	about	the	future	that	opens	its	surety	
in	the	present?	

5. Discuss	what	is	behind	the	electrifying	turn	to	violence	in	Scene	IV.		
6. Some	have	interpreted	Jonathan	and	David’s	relationship	as	homosexual.		

There	is	only	one	Hebrew	word	for	love	(“ahav”),	so	on	that	basis	alone	it	is	
difficult	to	determine,	(contrary	to	Greek	which	has	three	words—“phileo,”	
“eros,”	“agape”).	The	story	does	say,	“…	they	kissed	each	other	and	wept	
together”	(v.41).	What	evidence	can	you	find	in	the	story	that	David	and	
Jonathan	were	or	were	not	gay	lovers?		[Recall	how	Judas	Iscariot	greeted	
Yeshua	with	a	kiss.	And	that	the	apostle	Paul	wrote	we	are	to	greet	the	
brethren	with	a	holy	kiss		(Romans	16:16;	1Corinthians	16:20;	2Corinthians	
13:12;	1Thessalonians	5:26).	Because	the	Bible	tells	it	like	it	is—”The	narrator’s	
willingness	to	speak	of	David’s	vigorous	heterosexual	life	(compare	the	
relationship	with	Bathsheba)	puts	in	stark	relief	his	complete	silence	about	any	
sexual	activity	between	David	and	Jonathan"(Robert	Gagnon).	

7. C.	S.	Lewis	described	the	difference	between	romantic	love	(Eros)	and	
friendship	thus—	lovers	gaze	into	each	other’s	eyes;	friends	stand	side	by	
side,	looking	outward	together.	They	have	a	common	vision,	truth,	burden	or	
cause.	What	was	this	cause	for	David	and	Jonathan?	

8. Consider	how	military	history	and	the	study	of	men	in	combat	has	shown	
there	is	no	greater	camaraderie	and	male	bonding,	and	perhaps	no	greater	
human	bonding	and	love	than	that	which	is	forged	by	comrades	in	combat—	
the	extreme	tests	of	moral	courage	and	heroism,	facing	death	together	and	
depending	on	your	buddy	for	your	life	and	he	on	you	for	his,	the	rushes	of	
adrenaline	shared	together	…	“The	rush	of	battle	is	often	a	potent	and	lethal	
addiction,	for	war	is	a	drug.”	(Chris	Hedges,	The	Hurt	Locker)—create	a	
shared	a	deep	devotion	to	each	other	that	is	perhaps	unparalleled	human	
experience	(For	example,	see	this	account	of	a	platoon	of	US	173rd	Airborne	
Brigade's	Battle	Company	in	the	Korengal	Valley,	Eastern	Afghanistan	in	2007-2008,	
entitled	“War”	by	Sebastian	Junger,	London:	Fourth	Estate,	2010).	Imagine	the	
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intensity	of	the	conflict	and	threat	David	and	Jonathan	were	under.	How	
might	this	“band	of	brothers”	dynamic	have	worked	in	their	friendship?	

	
	
Application	Questions	
	

1. Today,	is	there	a	place	for	covenant	friendship	between	men	like	that	David	
and	Jonathan	had?	What	might	that	look	like?	What	are	its	qualities	and	
values?	What	militates	against	it?	What	common	truth,	vision,	or	quest	can	
you	build	friendships	upon?		How	can	we	recover	true	friendship	today?	

 

				 	
 

“From this day to the ending of the world,   
… We in it shall be remembered-   

We few, we happy few, we band of brothers;   
For he today that sheds his blood with me   

Shall be my brother…” 
(St. Crispan’s Day Speech 

Henry V, William Shakespeare) 
	



	 7	

	

 
From the Chapter on Friendship in “The Four Loves” by C.S. Lewis 
 
“To the Ancients, Friendship seemed the happiest and most fully human of all loves; the 
crown of life and the school of virtue.” 

“Friendship is—in a sense not at all derogatory to it— the least natural of loves; the least 
instinctive, organic, biological, gregarious and necessary.” We can live and breed without 
friendship. …  

“…In some ways nothing is less like a Friendship than a love-affair. Lovers are always 
talking to one another about their love; friends hardly ever about their Friendship. Lovers 
are normally face to face, absorbed in each other; Friends, side by side, absorbed in some 
common interest. Above all Eros (while it lasts) is necessarily between two only. But 
two, far from being the necessary number for Friendship, is not even the best. … 

“True Friendship is the least jealous of loves.” 

“…Companionship is, however, only the matrix of Friendship. … Friendship arises out 
of  mere Companionship when two or more of the companions discover that they have in 
common some insight or interest or even taste which the others do not share and which, 
till that moment, each believed to be his own unique treasure (or burden).  The typical 
expression of opening Friendship would be something like, “What? You too? I thought 
I was the only one.” We can imagine that among those early hunters and warriors, single 
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individuals—one in a century? … one in a thousand years? —saw what others did not; 
saw that the deer was beautiful as well as edible, that hunting was fun as well as 
necessary, dreamed that his gods might be not only powerful but holy. But as long as 
each of these percipient persons dies without finding a kindred soul, nothing (I suspect) 
will come of it; art or sport or spiritual religion will not be born. It is when two such 
persons discover one another, when, whether with immense difficulties and semi-
articulate fumblings or what would seem to us amazing and elliptical speed, they share 
their vision—it is then that Friendship is born. And instantly they stand together in an 
immense solitude. 

“In this kind of love, as Emerson said, Do you love me? means Do you see the same 
truth? — or at least, Do you care about the same truth?  

“We picture lovers face to face but Friends side by side; their eyes look ahead.” …That is 
why those pathetic people who simply “want friends” can never make any. The very 
condition of having Friends is that we should want something else besides Friends. 
…Friendship must be about something.  …Travelers on the same quest. 

“Friendship is unnecessary, like philosophy, like art, like the universe itself (for God did 
not need to create). It has no survival value; rather it is one of those things which give 
value to survival.”  [Note by Bjoraker: though in combat it may well have survival value] 


